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3  BUSINESS CLIMATE FACTORS 
 
 
 
A. INTRODUCTION 
 
This chapter highlights several factors that influence the business climate of a community 
including crime, housing stock and availability, educational opportunity and taxes.  The data will 
focus on the Town of Blacksburg where available.  In cases where Town-level data were not 
available, Montgomery County data were used.  In addition, this chapter details business climate 
factors for surrounding communities that are considered to be the most significant competitors to 
the Town.  This has been done to provide a local benchmark for the Town's competitiveness in 
these areas.  These communities include the Town of Christiansburg, Radford City and Roanoke 
City. 
 
RKG Associates has relied on several federal, state and local data sources for this information, 
most significantly the United States Department of Commerce, the Virginia Employment 
Commission (VEC) and the Blacksburg Department of Planning and Engineering.  In addition, 
RKG Associates has relied on two demographic and economic data sources, Woods & Poole, Inc. 
for county-level demographic and economic data and Claritas Corporation for town-level data.  
Both of these firms are proprietors of customized demographic and economic data, including 
long-range projections. 
 
B. CRIME RATES 
 
The Department of State Police publishes a report each year entitled "Crime in Virginia".  This 
document details crime statistics, by type, for each police jurisdiction in the state using the 
Incident Based Reporting (IBR) system.  These crimes are classified as groups "A" and "B".  Group 
"A" crimes are considered to be the most serious crimes, including 22 categories of crimes 
consisting of 46 separate offenses.  For the purposes of this document, the 22 categories have 
been collapsed into 5 sections.  Table 3-1 reveals the crime rate for each section in Blacksburg 
and the surrounding localities considered the strongest competition to Blacksburg.  
 
The town of Blacksburg had 1,621 Group "A" offenses in 1999, translating into a crime rate of 
4,083 offenses per 100,000 residents for the Town.  This crime rate is slightly higher than the 
state average (3,684 per 100,000 persons) for Group "A" crimes.  However, Blacksburg has a 
significantly lower crime rate than the surrounding competitive localities, averaging 
approximately 50% fewer Group "A" crimes.  The largest disparity lies between Blacksburg and 
Christiansburg, with Christiansburg averaging almost three times the number of Group "A" 
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offenses per 100,000 people.  In terms of crimes that most effect businesses (non-violent and 
theft crimes), Blacksburg averaged the lowest rate (3,451 offenses) of the four communities per 
100,000 people, followed by the City of Radford (4,344 offenses). 
 

Table 3-1 
Crime Rate Comparison (per 100,000 people) 
Group "A" Offenses, 1999 

  Blacksburg Radford Roanoke Christiansburg 
Population 39,700 16,300 93,800 16,200 

      
 Violent Crime  35.3 55.2 111.9 191.4 
 Assault 468.5 220.9 1,544.8 2,598.8 
 Non-Violent Crime  1,435.8 2,552.1 1,190.8 2,790.1 
 Theft 2,015.1 1,791.4 4,505.3 4,722.2 
 Other 128.5 454.0 413.6 1,185.2 

TOTAL 4,083.1 5,073.6 7,766.5 11,487.7 
Source: Crime in Virginia, 1999    

 
C. HOUSING STOCK 
 
According to the Blacksburg Department of Planning and Engineering, the Town had 11,139 
housing units in 1990, accounting for approximately 40% of the total housing in Montgomery 
County.  Single-family residential structures accounted for almost 29% of the Town-wide total.  In 
contrast, single-family structures account for at least 50% of the total unit count in the other study 
areas, including the Montgomery County total.  This finding is not uncommon for a smaller 
university community.  Virginia Tech has created a unique, but strong demand for apartment-
style housing on the Blacksburg market.  As a result, the Town has a high concentration of this 
housing to accommodate its large student population.  
 
Montgomery County, and Blacksburg, had higher housing costs and values compared to the 
other study areas.  As seen in Table 3-2, Montgomery County had a median housing value of 
$71,700 in 1990, which is over 10%, or $7,000, higher than the next community (Radford City).  
Not surprisingly, Montgomery County maintained the highest housing cost, including mortgage, 
over the surrounding communities.  However, Radford City maintained the highest average rental 
rates ($410), which were slightly higher than in Blacksburg.  This is primarily due to the influence 
of Radford University. Similar to Blacksburg, Radford has a strong demand for apartment-style 
housing from college students.  The small difference in prices is most likely a function of the 
smaller market supply in Radford. 
 
It is important to note that 1990 data from the US Census Bureau have been used in this section 
for comparison purposes.  This is due to the unavailability of current housing stock data for each 
study area.  However, there is more current data presented for the Town of Blacksburg from 
1999 property assessment records.  This data is presented in detail Chapter 5 – Real Estate 
Market Analysis.  
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Table 3-2 
Housing Stock Comparison 
By Jurisdiction, 1990 

  Radford City Roanoke City Montgomery 
County New River Valley 

Structure Type    
 One Unit 3,058 27,435 14,744 38,288 
 2-4 Units 414 6,742 1,930 3,388 
 5+ Units 1,804 9,479 6,940 10,127 
 Mobile Homes/Trailers 220 728 4,156 8,806 

Age of Structure    
 Pre 1939 15.8% 22.1% 9.1% 14.0% 
 1940 to 1959 25.5% 36.1% 12.7% 19.4% 
 1960 to 1979 30.9% 32.6% 48.4% 42.0% 
 1980 and after 27.8% 9.3% 29.7% 24.0% 

Ownership Rates    
 % Home Ownership 47.8% 56.6% 55.4% 64.2% 

Median  Costs  (% of Region Avg.)    
 Monthly Rent 110% 91% 107% 100% 
 Monthly Mortgage 102% 94% 115% 100% 

Value    
 Median Value (% of Region Avg.) 108% 91% 121% 100% 
 Below $60,000 44.6% 60.2% 34.6% 51.0% 
 $150,000 or more 6.9% 5.1% 8.3% 4.8% 
 $300,000 or more 0.2% 0.7% 0.4% 0.2% 

Source: Virginia Tech Housing Research Center   

 
 
D. HOUSING AVAILABILITY AND PRICING  
 
According to the local Homebuilders Association, the Town of Blacksburg has historically 
maintained higher housing prices, as compared to the other study areas.  In recent years, the 
average single-family detached house in Blacksburg has sold for approximately $186,000 in 
recent years.  In comparison, a similar house in Christiansburg is typically listed near $126,000, 
while the County average is closer to $156,000 (Table 3-3).  Blacksburg has achieved a higher 
average selling price as compared to both the City of Radford ($104,000) and the Roanoke Valley 
($138,000).  This disparity is primarily due to the escalating housing demand trends in Town.  
Because Blacksburg has become a very desirable place to live, the majority of newly constructed 
houses in Town are high-end, luxury homes typically priced between $225,000 and $500,000.  
In comparison, the housing market in the surrounding County and region have continued to 
build a larger mix of single-family-detached homes, offering a wider variety of moderate-priced 
housing.  In fact, the consultants could not find a single-family house priced above $300,000 in 
the region outside of Blacksburg.  The townhouse and condominium markets are similar to the 
detached housing market.  The average price for townhouses ($110,000) and condominiums 
($60,000) in Blacksburg are reported to be approximately 10% to 20% higher than in the other 
study areas. 
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Table3-3        
Housing Sales Activity and Average Rents      
Blacksburg and Competing Areas, 1996, 1998 and 2000   

 Number of Sales Average Sales Price  Average 
 1996 1998 2000 1996 1998 2000 Rent, 2000 [3] 

Blacksburg [1] 180 189 196 $138,207 162,748 $186,151 $625 
Christiansburg 244 262 231 $98,052 $108,758 $126,028 $463 
Montgomery County 132 189 174 $131,285 $133,783 $156,439 N/A 
Radford 95 106 107 $100,362 $92,692 $103,728 $620 
Roanoke Valley [2] 3,639 4,461 4,195 $97,713 $115,259 $138,250 $650 
Source:  Local Realtor Associations, Rent.net, and RKG Associates, Inc; 2001    
[1] - Year data represents March of current year to February of following year     
[2] - Done by calendar year, from January to December      
[3] - Based on the rental rate for a 2-bedroom apartment with approximately 800 SF.    

 
 
The local rental housing market has a significant price disparity, based on pricing information 
obtained from local apartment complexes.  A 2-bedroom apartment in Blacksburg with 800 SF of 
living space rents for approximately $625 per month, within $455 being the low-end and $770 
being the high-end.  In comparison, a similar apartment in Christiansburg rents for approximately 
$463 per month, within a range of $425 to $500 per month.  The difference in rental rates is 
similar for 1- and 3-bedroom units as well.  The rental housing stock in Blacksburg is much larger 
than Christiansburg, and the quality and diversity of apartment types are greater.  In addition, 
most students either prefer to, or must, live in Blacksburg and are willing to pay higher rents to do 
so.  Rental rates in Blacksburg are more competitively priced as compared to apartments in 
Radford and Roanoke.  Local apartment complexes in Radford ($620) report average rental rates 
for a 2-bedroom apartment similar to those in Blacksburg, while the complexes in Roanoke 
($650) report slightly higher rates.  Radford experiences similar demand patterns to Blacksburg 
due to the student population at Radford University.  The pressures associated with urban 
centers, most noticeably being the high demand for inexpensive housing by modest income 
families, fuel the strong rental market in Roanoke. 
 
E. HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
There are two universities located in the New River Valley. The Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University (commonly known as Virginia Tech) is located in the Town of Blacksburg.  It is a 
four-year, coeducational, land grant university with an enrollment of approximately 26,000 
students.  Radford University is located in the City of Radford.  Radford University is a four-year, 
co-educational, State supported university serving almost 8,600 undergraduate and graduate 
students.  
 
Virginia Tech offers 71 undergraduate and 147 graduate programs in eight colleges (agriculture, 
architecture, arts/sciences, business, human resources/education, engineering, natural resources, 
and veterinary medicine).  With annual research expenditures of about $170 million, Virginia 
Tech consistently ranks among the top 50 research universities in the United States.  In addition, 
the VPI Corporate Research Center offers programs and physical facilities to support joint 
development of industrial research with business and industry. 
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The curriculum at Radford offers Undergraduate students over 110 program options in the 
Colleges of Arts and Sciences, Business and Economics, Education and Human Development, 
Health and Human Services, and Visual and Performing Arts.  In addition, the College of 
Graduate and Extended Education offers 45 programs of study at the masters and specialist level. 
These programs provide advanced and specialized courses of study, supervised practical 
experiences and opportunities for research. 
 
The Region also offers a two-year, non-residential state institution of higher learning.  The New 
River Community College (NRCC), located just outside the Town of Dublin, is financed by State 
funds and offers a comprehensive spectrum of occupational and technical education, university 
parallel/college transfer education, general education, continuing adult education, special training 
and development programs, as well as specialized regional/commercial services.  The College 
enrolls an average of 2,700 students per quarter.  
 
Higher educational opportunities in the New River Valley encompass virtually the entire 
spectrum in advanced employment training and preparation.  Both Radford University and 
Virginia Tech are internationally known institutions, drawing students from all over the United 
States and around the world.  In addition, the New River Community College offers local and 
regional residents the flexibility of continuing education programs in several occupational and 
technical fields. 
 
These institutions provide benefits to the regional community far beyond their direct impacts of 
educational excellence.  These schools offer partnering opportunities for business and industry to 
further research and development in technical and physical processes as well as production 
techniques.  They provide economic generators for their immediate surrounding business base 
and infuse new money into the regional economy while attracting cultural and entertainment 
activities for the entire community to enjoy.  These schools also improve the cultural and 
recreational opportunities for the Region, improving all residents' quality of life. 
 
F. WAGES 
 
The Virginia Employment Commission 
reports that Montgomery County had an 
average weekly wage of $519 for all 
industries in 1999.  The government 
sector average ($657) was significantly 
higher than the private-sector average 
weekly wage of $462.  In comparison, 
the New River Valley Study Region had 
an average weekly wage of $560, 
approximately 7.9% higher than 
Montgomery County.  The Region’s 
average weekly wage rate for 
government sector jobs ($524) was 
slightly below the private sector weekly 
average of $568, contrasting the 
situation in the County.  This disparity is 

Average Weekly Wage Comparison
by Jurisdiction, 1999
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Average Weekly Wage Comparison
by Jurisdiction, 1999
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primarily due to the influence of Virginia Tech employment in Montgomery County.  
Professorships and administrative positions at large learning institutions, such as Virginia Tech, 
often pay higher than average government salaries. 
 
Figure 3-1 reveals the average weekly wage rate by sector for Montgomery County and the Study 
Region.  The data reveals that the Region offers more competitive wage rates in the more blue-
collar and production-oriented sectors, such as agriculture, construction and manufacturing, 
while Montgomery County has higher wages in the typically white-collar employment sectors, 
such as retail trade, service and finance, insurance and real estate, or FIRE.  There are significant 
disparities in wage rates for the mining, transportation, communication & utilities (TCU) and 
wholesale trade sectors.  These strong differences are most likely due to the small employment 
counts in these sectors, which can impact the range of wage rates due to the influence of one or 
two large employers. 
 
G. UTILITIES 
 
The Town of Blacksburg offers fairly competitive rates for utility consumption to residential and 
commercial users.  In terms of water use, Blacksburg has the highest rates of the four 
communities.  With an assumption of 10,000 gallons of water use per month, the fee in 
Blacksburg would be $29.63, followed by the City of Radford ($20.70).  However, it is important 
to note that the set-up charges in Roanoke are substantially higher than the other communities.  
Blacksburg is more competitive in the cost for sewer usage.  Using the same assumption, a sewer 
bill in Blacksburg would total $30.87.  Only the City of Roanoke ($21.70) would have a lower 
monthly charge. 
 

Table 3-4 
Monthly Utility Cost Comparison, 2000 
Blacksburg and Surrounding Localities 

  Blacksburg Christiansburg Radford Roanoke [1] 
Water     

 Set-Up (Fixed Fee) $5.00 $5.00 $0.00 $1,119.00 
 Fee $2.93 $3.57[2] $4.70[2] $7.88[5] 
 Usage (per 1,000 gallons) $2.67 $1.79 $2.00[4] $1.47 

Sewer     
 Set-Up $5.00 $5.00 $0.00 $452.26 
 Fee $2.77 $16.00[3] 6.54[2] $0.00 
 Usage (per 1,000 gallons) $2.81 $4.00 $3.27 $2.17 

Power[6]     
 Residential 5.65 5.65 6.23 5.65 
 Commercial 4.73 4.73 5.98 4.73 
 Industrial  3.49 3.49 3.70 3.49 

Trash     
 Per Month $13.57 $10.00 $13.00 $0.00 

Source: Local Jurisdictions and US Department of Energy, 2000   
[1] - The City of Roanoke is measured by cubic feet, but fees have been converted into price per 1,000 gallons for comparison purposes 
[2]- Includes first 2,000 gallons      
[3]- Includes first 4,000 gallons      
[4]- There is also a $0.70 surcharge     
[5]- Includes first 1,500 gallons      
[6]- Average rate in cents per kWh for residential, commercial and industrial uses    

 
The average electricity costs per kilowatt-hour are fairly uniform over the entire region.  Only the 
City of Radford has average electricity rates different from the other communities.  This is 
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because of the current regulatory system imposed by the Commonwealth of Virginia, has 
designated Blacksburg, Christiansburg and Roanoke under one service territory (Appalachian 
Power) and Radford under another (Radford Co-op Authority).  As a result, these three 
communities have the same average electricity costs (per kilowatt-hour).  The data reveals that 
Appalachian Power (Blacksburg, Christiansburg and Roanoke) supplies energy a lower costs to 
consumers than the Radford Co-op Authority (Radford) for all users.  Appalachian Power also 
provides more competitive energy rates for residential, commercial and industrial energy costs 
when compared to the commonwealth-wide average.  Virginia Tech Electric provides power to 
some of the older parts of Blacksburg, but at a higher cost structure than Appalachian Power 
Company (AEP).  This is a slight disadvantage for those establishments operating under this 
different utility cost structure. 
 
H. TAXES 
 
Blacksburg has maintained very competitive tax rates as compared to its competing communities.  
In almost every case, the Town tax levy is very close to the average.  Table 3-5 reveals that the 
City of Roanoke ranks the highest in local tax rates, giving Blacksburg and the other communities 
a cost advantage in terms of local tax burden.  In contrast, Christiansburg and Radford have more 
competitive rates, often below the tax burden level for Blacksburg.    
 

Table 3-5 
Local Tax Rate Comparison 
By Jurisdiction, 1999 

  Blacksburg Christiansburg Radford Roanoke 
Real Property [1]     

 Local $0.20 $0.14 $0.63 $1.22 
 County $0.63 $0.63 - - 

Personal Property [1] $2.40 $2.90 $2.14 $3.45 
BPOL [2] $50.00 [3] $30.00 [4] $30.75 [3] $50.00 [5] 

 Retail $0.200 $0.080 $0.135 $0.200 
 Contractor $0.100 $0.064 $0.125 $0.140 
 Business Services $0.230 $0.144 $0.140 $0.360 
 Professional Services $0.370 $0.232 $0.365 $0.580 
 Public Utilities [6] 0.5% 0.5% N/A $0.400 
 Cable TV $0.360 N/A N/A N/A 
 Real Estate N/A N/A N/A $0.470 
 Wholesalers [7] $0.050 $0.050 $0.068 $0.260 

Meals 4.0% 4.0% 4.0% 4.0% 
Hotel 4.0% 4.0% 2.0% 6.0% 
Source: State of VA; Local Jurisdictions and RKG Associates, Inc, 2000  
[1] - This tax rate is per $100 of assessed value    
[2] - The numbers given by business category are per $100 of gross receipts, unless otherwise noted  
[3] - For first $50,000 of receipts     
[4] - Minimum BPOL feel     
[5] - For first $100,000 of receipts    
[6] - Blacksburg and Christiansburg are based off a percentage of total gross receipts   
[7] - Wholesalers are charged a BPOL based on gross purchases   

 
The most significant differences are in the business, professional and office license (BPOL) fees.  
The BPOL fee is a tax levied on commercial establishments typically levied against the annual 
gross receipts of individual businesses.  In effect, the BPOL tax burden for a particular business 
increases as that business sales volume increases.  The BPOL tax rate varies, depending on the 
type of business.  The categories cover commercial and professional businesses, such as retailers, 
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service-oriented firms and wholesalers.  As detailed in Table 3-5, the BPOL tax rate varies from 
$0.10 per $100 for contractors to $0.37 per $100 for professional services.  The competitive 
communities differ from Blacksburg in the range of tax rates, with Christiansburg having the 
lowest range ($0.08 to $0.232) and Roanoke having the highest ($0.14 to $0.58).  In contrast, the 
structure of the tax for each community was similar.  In each case, contractors had the lowest tax 
rate while professional services attracted the highest tax rates. 
 
I. CONCLUSIONS 
 
The Town of Blacksburg has a fairly competitive business climate, offering some competitive 
advantages over local communities in the region.  The presence of Virginia Tech is among the 
best advantage that Blacksburg has.  The school provides several functions for the community 
including opportunities for businesses to partner in research and development ventures, a 
constant supply of highly skilled labor and a captured consumer base for retail and service 
industries.  In addition, Blacksburg is competitive in other business concerns, such as local tax 
rates, average weekly wage rates and crime rates.  One of the biggest concerns for the Town is its 
lack of affordably priced housing.  Recent housing development in Blacksburg has been 
concentrating on student housing and higher-value homes.  This trend has made Blacksburg less 
affordable for lower and middle income families.  In addition, the market for existing, moderate 
priced housing, such as apartments and condominiums, is experiencing strong demand due to 
the growing student population at Virginia Tech.  Overall, Blacksburg is a desirable place to do 
business.  With the proper policies in place, the commercial and industrial base in Town should 
experience continued growth. 


